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Correspondence.

FAILURE OR CURE ?

" Audi alteram partem."

To the Editors of THE LANCET.

SIRS,-For several years past I have taken some pains to
condemn the unnecessary performance of mutilating opera-
tions upon women, and have endeavoured to caution the
rising generation of medical men against any teaching or
example which might tend to lower the standard of surgical
ethics and endanger the character of British surgeons.
Last month, at the College of Surgeons, I expressed my fear
that the operation of oophorotomy has been " performed
without due explanation of the consequences; that advan-
tage has been taken of the susceptible and impressionable
condition of women in certain states of health to overstep
the bounds of deliberative and consultative practice; that
recoveries from the operation have been untruly tabulated
as cures of the diseased condition ; and that failures have
not all been recorded." On the 7th of this month, after
Dr. Playfair’s paper on "Removal of the Uterine Appendages
in Casesof Functional Neurosis," I read extractsfrolll a paper
by Dr. Ross of Toronto on "The Failure of the Removal of
the Tubes and Ovaries to relieve Symptoms," in which he
says, "Many cures I hear of as cures are not cures "; and in
support of that statement I referred to one (among several
others "almost as unsatisfactory ") which had been re-
ported as a "practical cure" less than a month after the
operation, but has proved to be "a deplorable and disastrous
failure." A letter from the operator in this case appears on
page 221 of your last number, in which he refers to the
original account of the case in the British Gyn&aelig;cological
Journal for 1888, vol. iv., p. 457. The following is this
account given at the meeting of the British Gynaecological
Society, Dec. 12th, 1888 :-

" Mr. Lawson Tait said he had a specimen to show which
bore very much upon what had just been said ; he showed
the appendages from a lady, thirty-nine years of age, with a
very remarkable history. She had been married at the age
of seventeen or eighteen, and had two children within
twenty months of her marriage. Soon after her second
confinement she contracted gonorrhoea from her husband,
and she had never known what it was to be well since.
She had led a life of single misery for several years. Then
she married again, but her health did not improve, and she
never became pregnant by her second husband, so that ever
since nineteen or twenty she had been absolutely sterile.
During the last seven years she had been the patient of a
distinguished gynecological baronet, who had, however,
failed to relieve her. Ultimately she had been referred to
him and he had operated. She had double pyo-salpinx of
old standing, and it was very difficult to say which was
tube and which was ovary. There were abscesses in both
ovaries, and if he had attempted to tap them from the vagina,
he would have been obliged to tap several cavities. Instead of
doing anything of the kind, he opened the abdomen a month
since, and the patient was now practically cured. A case
like that was worth a dozen hypothetical imaginations.
There was a woman who had been an invalid for years, who
could have been relieved at any time, who had been under
the care of all the well-known specialists of London, many
of whom had declared that there was nothing the matter."
In the letter you published last week, the operator adds
that if anybody is answerable for this failure "it is Sir
Spencer Wells, who, during seven long years, treated this
poor woman uselessly by pessaries &c." And he adds that
the case is "not a failure," """ the patient is "absolutely
cured, for I have the diseased parts in a bottle." This lady
is now in London. I have submitted the following questions
to her, and I add her replies :-

1. During the seven years 1881-88 were you under my
care, and did I fail to relieve you ?-Pteply.- I consulted you
in 1879, after Dr. Palfrey had failed to do me any good.
You operated on me in the summer of 1879 ; I was in good
health after that until you again operated on me in 1880.
After that I enjoyed good health until 1887.

2. Had you before 1888 been "an invalid for years," or
"led a life of single misery for several years?"&mdash;Reply:
Except between my second confinement and 1879, I had
been in good health.

After your second confinement had you " been abso-
lutely sterile"?&mdash; Reply: I had two children after my second
confinement-one born dead, one lived two weeks, and I
had one miscarriage at three months.

4. Have you been 11 under the care of all the well-known
specialists in London, many of whom declared that there
was nothing the matter "?&mdash;Reply: You are the only medical,
man I consulted in London between 1879 and 1888, and no
one ever told me that there was nothing the matter.

5. Did I treat you " for seven long years by pessaries
&c."?&mdash;Reply: No, you never used a pessary; nor, after
your second operation in 1880, treated me except for slight
ailments, and that seldom. In 1887, while you were abroad,
I was treated by Mr. Smith of Brighton after a carriage
accident and was recovering when you returned.

6. Remembering your state before and after the operation
performed at Birmingham in November, 1888, has that
operation proved to be, in your opinion, a " practical cure ’7
or a "deplorable and disastrous failure ? "&mdash;Repdy A decided
failure.

I need only add to this the fact that the operation I per-
formed in 1879, assisted by Mr. Thornton, was amputation
of part of the elongated cervix uteri. Dr. Palfrey had re-
peatedly injected solution of perchloride of mercury into
the substance of the cervix, and it was feared that the
disease was papilloma or epithelioma. Examination proved
that it was simple hypertrophy of the utricular glands, or
adenoma. About a year after this amputation, the remains
of the cervix showed some tendency to enlarge and

proliferate, and I destroyed the left side by the actual’
cautery. For two or three days after this there was a good’
deal of pain and some fever, but they soon subsided, and
until 1887-about seven years-the patient was as well as
most people, and for several months after her second mar-
riage, in February, 1888, remained in good health, riding,
rowing, and walking four or five miles without fatigue.
Since the operation in November, 1888, she has been a,

confirmed invalid. The failure to the husband has been
"disastrous" in expenditure ; to two devoted daughters in
health and anxiety from continuous nursing; to the patient
"deplorable" in more than two years’ almost continuous
suffering and shattered health. It is a very poor consolation
to her to be assured that she is " absolutely cured" because-
her "diseased parts are in a bottle."

I am, Sirs, yours truly, 
.

T. SPENCER WELLS.
Upper Grosvenor-street, Jan. 26th, 1891.

T. SPENCER WELLS.

THE LATE SURGEON-GENERAL BALFOUR
AND THE CONTAGIOUS DISEASES ACTS.

To the Editors of THE LANCET.
SIRS,&mdash;I should like you to add to your biography of the

late Dr. Graham Balfour that he was a very important
member of the Skey Committee of 1867, which was appointed
to investigate the question of venereal disease as it affected
the army and navy. Dr. Balfour came to the sittings pre-
judiced (as he informed us) against any State interterence
with women or any more stringent regulations for the-
soldier. At the closure of the committee, however, his con-
victions were quite changed, and he saw the necessity of
legislative measures for the control of the disease. He
therefore, with some slight modifications, signed the chair-
man’s report in favour of them. He subsequently upheld
the importance of the Contagious Diseases Acts, and lamented
their repeal. I am, Sirs, yours truly,
Grosvenor-street, Jan. 26th, 1891. SAMUEL WILKS.

*** Dr. Wilks has usefully drawn attention to a part of
the life work of the late Surgeon-General Balfour which
was but casually referred to in our notice last week. Though
the Contagious Diseases Acts never formed a favourite topic
with the distinguished deceased, yet his convictions to the
last were entirely opposed to the action of the late Govern-
ment in withdrawing the protection of thoe measures from
Her Majesty’s forces. That the facts brought out in con-
nexion with the working of those Acts were capable of
changing the views of so acute and honest a reasoner as
was Dr. Balfour is surely strong evidence of the unwisdom
of maintaining the existing legislative inaction in regard to-
the means of controlling this class of contagious disease.-
ED. L.

SAMUEL WILKS.


